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Introduction

America has experienced a steady growth of industry and invention over this century—not interrupted even by the Great Depression. Today, our country is awash in new technology—from the World Wide Web to gene splicing—and abounds in brilliant entrepreneurs, such as Microsoft’s Bill Gates, TCI’s John Malone, and Federal Express’s Frederick W. Smith. Information technology has transformed how Americans work and where they buy and sell their goods and services. Within a decade, innovations in biotechnology may utterly change agriculture and medicine. The burgeoning American trade deficit, once a mark of weakness, now symbolizes the nation’s status as the consumer of last resort for other nations mired in recession. In the wake of the Soviet Union’s collapse, the United States has also achieved unchallenged military supremacy; it has no credible adversaries. And American culture—from movies to teenage fashion—dominates the world market. In this sense, the American century that Henry Luce predicted in 1941 has truly arrived. But while we have hurtled forward in technology and enjoy global hegemony in cruise missiles and designer jeans, we have not made similar progress in our political institutions. As we look out upon a new century, American politics seems in far worse shape than it did at the last turn of the century.

There are telling signs that something is wrong with America’s political system. Voter turnout in the 1996 presidential contest was 48.9 percent, the lowest since 1924, and turnout in the 1998 Congressional races was the lowest since 1942, a wartime election. Perhaps more important, there is a noticeable lack of popular political activity in the country, except, perhaps, for the Christian right in the South and the environmental movement in the West. During the last decade, formidable grassroots organizations have dissolved or been transformed into letterhead groups. The labor movement, once a bulwark of popular power, has continued to lose its hold over America’s working class. Political parties have become subordinated to political consultants, media experts, pollsters, and public relations flacks, none of whom are accountable to voters. The political system has become ruled by large contributors, who through loopholes in the porous campaign laws hold the balance of power in elections and popular referenda.

While activity outside Washington has atrophied, activity on or around Washington’s K Street has spread and expanded. In 1997, 11,500 lobbyists spent $1.26 billion lobbying Congress—or $2.4 million for each member.1 There are thousands of lobbying organizations in Washington representing every conceivable interest group, from Alaska crab fishermen and Armenian-Americans (two organizations) to mink exporters and motorcyclists. There are also hundreds of political organizations ranging from the Defenders of Wildlife to Handgun Control to the Conservative Caucus. Very few of these organizations have real members. Instead, they are run by Washington staff and funded by direct mail, and they survive by attempting to capture public attention for single issues. They defy the old-fashioned view that politics rests ultimately on a shared view of the national interest. Far from deepening citizen involvement in politics, the proliferation of these Washington organizations discourages it by making politics the exclusive province of paid hacks and single-issue fanatics.

Congress appears incapable of passing significant reform legislation. In 1993 and 1994, Congress couldn’t produce any bill aimed at reducing the growing ranks of Americans who have no health insurance. After the 1996 election, when there was widespread public support for campaign reform, Congress could not even pass the most perfunctory measure. During the 1997–98 session, the only large-scale legislation adopted was a $218 billion transportation bill that, while needed to modernize crumbling infrastructure, was heavily larded with pork-barrel projects. Even the onset of large budget surpluses, which would allow generous expenditures in education and healthcare, failed to shake Congress’s torpor. Much of Congress’s time has been consumed by such “hot button” issues as “partial birth” abortion, gay rights in the military, and funding for UN birth control programs and for the National Endowment for the Arts—issues that are of very little concern to most Americans. Serious national issues, such as military intervention in the Balkans, have been debated in a spirit of the most narrow partisanship. Worse still, hearings and investigations into scandals—from the imbroglio over Clarence Thomas’s Supreme Court nomination in 1991 to the charges of perjury against President Clinton in 1998—have overshadowed any consideration of the country’s future. These scandals have generally not involved the flagrant misuse of government funds or an attempt to subvert the Constitution, but instead petty corruption and inappropriate personal behavior. They have been triggered by partisan struggles for power inside Washington, and arouse only passing or prurient interest outside of Washington. They reached a pinnacle of absurdity in 1999 with the impeachment trial of Clinton—an event driven by partisan fanaticism and opposed by the general public.

The president and the executive branch are equally paralyzed, and not simply by the opposition in Congress. Domestic politics is dominated by public opinion polling. After the defeat of its health care initiative, the Clinton administration limited itself to what campaign consultant Dick Morris called “bite-size programs” that were designed to win popular favor, but even if adopted by Congress had little chance of solving the problems they were intended to address.2 Foreign policy decisions lacked a widely accepted and understood rationale. Instead, intermittent decisions to use American forces in the Balkans or Middle East appeared to reflect not just interests and ideals, but also transient political pressures and passing diplomatic fancies. And they were conducted in an atmosphere of public uncertainty and partisan bickering.

In the past, the existence of a powerful political establishment could make up for the shortcomings of public institutions and could work to overcome the absence of shared national goals, but there has been a disturbing decline in the quality of the American leadership class—the former public officials, investment bankers, CEOs, and academics who are periodically summoned to lend their wisdom and experience to the government and the country. Former officials who used to provide dispassionate guidance on difficult foreign or domestic policy issues have become lobbyists and consultants for American and foreign businesses. Former Secretaries of State make provocative public statements defending China while not revealing their own financial stake in the current Chinese government. Former senators call for the privatization of Social Security without revealing that they are on the boards of directors of securities firms that would stand to benefit mightily from such a change. Former presidential candidates lobby for businesses that, as politicians, they had denounced only a year before. Bankers, business leaders, and corporate lawyers who, in past generations, might have been driven to devote part of their time to public service and to the greater good confine their public activity to lobbying on behalf of their own firm or industry. And academics and policy intellectuals who brought a spirit of scientific objectivity and disinterest to political deliberations lend their name and expertise to think tanks and policy groups that are dedicated to promoting the narrowest interests of business contributors.

Together, the irresponsibility of the nation’s elites, the power and proliferation of special interest groups, and the paralysis of Congress and the executive have contributed to a corrosive public cynicism. Americans, of course, have often been skeptical about government and politicians, but over the last decades, this skepticism has hardened. Political scientist Hugh Heclo writes, “A long-term downward trend in political trust reflects not simply a skepticism toward authority but a much more negative cynicism toward anything that happens in politics. To doubt and question public authority is a time-honored American tradition. Always to expect the worst is not.”3 Put this cynicism together with a certain complacency born of temporarily good times and one has the ingredients for a massive withdrawal from public activity and vital public questions.

These developments suggest that even as the Dow-Jones stock index exceeds a record 10,000, our political system is faltering, and faltering in a way that might eventually undermine our progress as a nation. Periods of prosperity should provide welcome opportunities to strengthen our institutions to prepare for future adversity, but our political institutions make it impossible to adopt far-reaching policies, particularly if they threaten vested interests. Like holiday travelers, we are prepared for the pleasures of the next stop, but are completely ill-equipped to handle even the smallest crisis, let alone a severe economic downturn or a war. How did this happen, and why, and what can be done about it? These are the questions that this book will attempt to answer.


[1]

The Paradox of Democracy

In the decades after World War II, a great debate took place among political scientists, historians, and philosophers about the nature of American democracy. It was finally abandoned rather than being resolved, as political science was overrun by number crunchers, but it remains critical to understanding what has happened to American politics over this century. There were three competing views—which I will call the electoralist, the pluralist, and the populist/Marxist—of how American politics does work and how it should work.

The first and oldest school of thought, the electoralist, believed that what the government did was primarily determined by which candidates the voters elected and what party prevailed in Washington and in the states. Politicians and parties could defy voters, but voters could then retaliate by throwing them out of office. Labor unions, business groups, environmental organizations, and other kinds of groups had influence on the political process, but were constrained to work through voters, candidates, and their parties. The parties played a critical mediating role among these contentious groups. Clinton Rossiter stated this view succinctly at the beginning of his classic Parties and Politics in America: “No America without democracy, no democracy without politics, no politics without parties, no parties without compromise and moderation.”1 This kind of democracy was thought to work best when the two major parties were highly competitive and when a large percentage of Americans participated.

The second, pluralist school of thought evolved out of dissatisfaction with the purely electoral model of democracy. Reflecting real changes in politics during the twentieth century, the pluralists believed that organized groups rather than voters and parties played the dominant role in shaping the actions of government. These groups had enormous influence on the results of elections and on what elected officials did. Borrowing from Newtonian physics, the pluralists imagined government action as the resolution of many different vectors, each representing the force wielded by a large organized group, such as business lobbies or labor unions. As Arthur Bentley, the founder of pluralism, put it in his 1908 work The Process of Government, “The balance of the group pressures is the existing state of society.”2 The pluralists believed that the ideal society was one of democratic pluralism, where all the major groups within society, including labor as well as business, were adequately represented. They believed that the America of the 1950s approached this ideal.

The third school of thought, composed of populists and Marxists, held that important government decisions were shaped and then made by a small, interlocking group of business, political, and military leaders who prevailed regardless of who won elections. Populists described this group as a “power elite” or “establishment” and Marxists called it a “ruling class.” Through the power elite’s influence and even control over political parties and media, it was often able to establish a broad consensus through which politicians and interest groups acted; but even when a consensus did not exist, such as during the beginning of the Cold War and the Vietnam War, the elite was still capable of directing government action through its clout within the executive branch. Marxists and populists regarded the electoral view as hopelessly naïve, and saw pluralists as apologists for an undemocratic status quo. Their own alternative was either participatory democracy—a vague term that conjured up direct local control—or some form of democratic socialism. While the electoral view held sway in many high school civics classes and the theory of pluralism in university political science departments, the populist/Marxist theory came into favor among new left activists and intellectuals.

During the time when these three views were hotly debated, they were thought to contradict each other, but in the heat of political conflict, the proponents of these views failed to notice that they were describing complementary, rather than contradictory, aspects of the overall political process. If you start with the electoral view (which makes most sense in the mid-nineteenth century) and then add the dimension of interest groups (which comes into play in the late nineteenth century) and then add to that the role of elites and elite policy groups (which emerge as critical in the early twentieth century), then you have a comprehensive view of how American politics has worked in the twentieth century. You can’t understand any era of twentieth-century politics without understanding the distinctive role played by voters and parties, interest groups and elites.

But what of the conflicting view of how American democracy should work? If you look not at an imagined future, but at how American politics has actually worked over this century, American democracy has flourished in those periods when voters actually affected what government did, and when labor and consumers as well as business wielded significant influence. This occurred during the Progressive Era, the New Deal, and the early 1960s. During those periods, elites and elite organizations also played a conspicuous and active role. They did not undermine, but bolstered democratic pluralism. Conversely, during those periods in which democracy flagged, elites and elite organizations have been eclipsed by business lobbies. This integral relationship between elites and democracy is the great paradox of twentieth-century American politics.

Voters and Parties

Political parties and elections first became important during the 1820s. Until then, American politics was dominated by the Virginia dynasty and the Northern Federalists and their descendants. The male vote was still restricted by property qualifications in many states; and to the extent that parties existed, they were predominately legislative caucuses. But over the next decade, a new party system emerged. As the states eliminated property tests for voting, the parties became local and national organizations that chose candidates, erected platforms, raised money for campaigns, and conducted them, often without the participation of the candidate himself. (The election of 1896 was the first in which both major presidential candidates campaigned.) When in power, the parties—which locally aspired to be “machines”—doled out government jobs through patronage and controlled local newspapers, which they funded through publishing legal notices.

Until the late nineteenth century, parties were the only important national political institutions. If a dissenting national movement wanted to contest for power and influence, it had to found its own party. (The exception that proved the rule was the woman-suffrage movement.) Thus, the nineteenth century saw a plethora of third and fourth parties—from the Free-Soil and Know Nothing parties to the National Greenback and Populist parties. The most successful of these was the Republican Party, which displaced the Whigs in 1856 as the principal rival to the Democratic Party. The elections from 1832 to 1860, with their high turnout and mobilization around land, the tariff, immigration, and the expansion of slavery, represented a high-water mark in the importance of parties, politicians, and elections.

After the Civil War, much of what the national government and local and state governments did was dictated by the growing power of wealthy merchants, bankers, and industrialists. The new men of wealth were able to buy off politicians, and sometimes entire state legislatures and the U.S. Congress. Urban politics, and some state politics, were ruled by tightly organized machines that used patronage, the dispensation of social services, and force and bribery to maintain their dominance. In the South, blacks were excluded from the vote. Corruption was rife. Simon Cameron, a Pennsylvania Republican boss and U.S. senator who served briefly as Lincoln’s Secretary of War, once quipped, “An honest politician is one who, when bought, stays bought.”3 Electoral turnout was very high after the Civil War, but it didn’t necessarily reflect public involvement in government debate. National campaigns were like sporting events, where parties commanded loyalty rather than intellectual conviction. A Chicagoan might be a Democrat rather than a Republican in the same spirit that he later was a Cubs rather than White Sox fan.

Political parties themselves began to decline in importance in the late nineteenth century. In 1883 a coalition of Democrats and dissident Republicans succeeded in getting civil service reform through Congress, which removed many federal jobs from the control of politicians and political parties. Business leaders—partly in response to the growing challenge to their power from the Socialist and Populist parties—got cities to adopt commission and city manager governments that removed administration from politicians and parties.4 They also championed new electoral rules that made it more difficult for dissident third parties to function. Ironically, populists and progressives also contributed to the decline of the parties. They advocated the initiative and referendum, which allowed voters to bypass the party competition, and the direct election of U.S. senators, which removed an important office from party control. And on the grounds of fighting corruption, they often joined business leaders in trying to strip city councils and state legislators of power. After winning the initiative and referendum and the primary nomination in Oregon, William S. U’Ren, the leader of the People’s Power League, fought to make virtually all state offices subject to appointment by an elected governor.5 (There is a direct line between U’Ren’s antipolitical populism and the combination of imperial rule and plebiscitary democracy espoused by Ross Perot in the 1990s.)

The parties also lost control over the press. A new group of newspaper publishers, led by Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst, created commercial publications that entertained their readers, while Adolph Ochs’s New York Times promised to be “nonpartisan.”6 Public officials, beginning with Theodore Roosevelt, established independent relationships with the press and ran their own campaigns. Roosevelt set up a press room in the White House, and Wilson began holding regular press conferences. Politicians also increasingly depended directly upon wealthy individuals rather than upon the party itself to fund their campaigns.

After World War II, the parties were weakened by the onset of television, which changed the nature of campaigning. The party precinct captain was replaced by the adman and pollster, and the political boss by the political consultant.7 The pollster and the consultant worked for the candidate rather than the party. Even the elected official relied on these experts in public opinion. Jimmy Carter was the first president to appoint both a pollster and an advertising expert as White House advisors. Parties were further weakened by the elimination of the closed-party caucus as a means by which states nominated presidential candidates. The spread of the primary system took the election of presidential and other candidates out of the hands of the party and its convention. It made the party nominating convention—the event that once epitomized the power of party bosses like Chicago’s Richard J. Daley—televised spectaculars where the nominee could exhibit his message to a national audience. The final blow, perhaps, was the collapse of the Congressional seniority system and the strict rule of authority that it entailed. Beginning in the 1970s, House and Senate members no longer deferred invariably to their party leaders and committee chairs. A freshman senator like Texas’s Phil Gramm could have as much influence as the leader of his party.

The party system did not disappear, but parties no longer played the central role in the political process. In the two most consequential elections of the twentieth century—Franklin Roosevelt’s landslide win in 1936 and Ronald Reagan’s landslide in 1980—neither candidate campaigned as the leader of his political party. Reagan’s avoidance of the Republican label is well known, but according to historian William Leuchtenburg, Roosevelt mentioned that he was a Democrat no more than three times during the entire 1936 campaign.8 And like Reagan’s victory in 1980, Roosevelt’s victory strengthened a loose coalition of politicians, intellectuals, political movements, and interest groups that operated through, but often independently of, the party system.

In the 1990s political parties made a minor comeback, thanks to campaign finance loopholes that allowed the parties to spend “soft money” on campaigns without having to adhere to the limits on contributions to candidates. But the party organization itself plays little role in selecting or counseling candidates or in encouraging the support of politics. Candidates operate largely outside any party control. Not only the candidates, but the press itself is much more likely to seek political guidance from pollsters and political consultants than from party officials. Washington pollster Guy Molyneux described the national Democratic Party of the 1990s as a party of political consultants. “Insofar as there is a Democratic Party, it is a network of thirty to forty political consultants. They have the institutional memory and commitment,” Molyneux said.9 In between elections, opinion polls serve as a kind of plebiscitary referendum on policies and politicians. A president will often hesitate to act if opinion polls show a majority of the public is opposed to what he wants to do. House and Senate members will use polling in their districts and states to help them decide how to vote.

But what the public tells pollsters and how it votes is not an independent variable. Interest groups can change public opinion. During the debate over the Clinton health care program in 1993 and 1994, the Health Insurance Association of America spent $15 million on television ads that, though highly misleading, roused considerable opposition to the Clinton plan. Interest groups can even hire pollsters to devise questions that will make it appear the public supports its aims when in fact it does not. The Cato Institute, a Washington think tank funded partly by brokerage firms, financed polls that claimed to show that the public favored the privatization of Social Security, but the questions, which never mentioned the risk incurred by private investment, invited the answers they got.10 Interest groups can also use campaign contributions to influence politicians. With elections having become increasingly expensive because of the cost of television advertising, candidates have found it increasingly difficult to defy their funders. In considering legislation that fails to receive wide public scrutiny, Congress can be swayed decisively by money. Appropriations bills are filled with provisions that reflect the interest of large donors.11 In 1995, for instance, the new Republican leadership went out of its way to pay back two major contributors, the Golden Rule Insurance Co. and Amway.12

Interest groups can also enter the political arena more directly. They can nominate their representatives for party positions. They can go door-to-door and run phone banks for candidates. They can even run their own “independent” advertising. The modern Christian right began strictly as a policy lobby to change an Internal Revenue Service ruling on church-run segregated schools, but during the 1980s entered the political arena. In the 1990s the Christian Coalition and the AFL-CIO were among the most important forces in electoral politics, even though neither was a political party and both were legally prevented from running their own candidates. This attests to the continuing vitality of the electoral system, but also to the importance within it of interest groups and other nonparty kinds of political organizations.

Interest Groups

The new national interest groups—the American Bankers Association (founded in 1877), the American Federation of Labor (1886), the National Association of Manufacturers (1894), the U.S. Chamber of Commerce (1912), and the American Farm Bureau (1920)—originated at the same time that American industry began to produce for a national market, and when labor unions, following the European example, began to organize across companies and industries and to form national federations. As government itself began to intervene extensively in economic affairs—regulating the currency, curbing monopolies, encouraging conservation, policing food and meat products, and taxing income and profits—businesses and other affected groups organized lobbies to protect their interests. They operated independently of the parties, though they were often aligned more closely with one party than another.

These organizations got a boost during World War I, when government planning boards encouraged private industries to form trade associations to negotiate with the government. By the 1920s such interest groups as the National Coal Association and the Association of American Railroads had become a fixture in American politics. In his pioneering work Group Representation Before Congress, political scientist E. Pendelton Herring counted more than a hundred trade organizations in Washington in 1929 and more than 500 groups with representatives. During the New Deal and World War II, still more groups were formed. By 1949 the U.S. Department of Commerce estimated that there were “approximately 4,000 trade, professional, civic and other [national] associations.” These in turn included 16,000 local businessmen’s organizations, 70,000 labor unions, 100,000 women’s organizations, and 15,000 civic and professional groups. All these groups engaged “in lobbying to varying degrees.”13 The next great period of growth occurred during the fierce battles over social, consumer, environmental, labor, trade, and tax legislation that took place during the 1960s and 1970s. Between 1961 and 1982, the number of corporations with Washington offices increased tenfold. The number of attorneys in Washington tripled between 1973 and 1983 alone.14 During the 1980s, Washingtonians began to refer to the city’s array of trade associations, law firms, and public relations firms as “K Street,” after the boulevard on or around which many of the firms had their offices.

The development of K Street was by no means inevitable and has not been replicated in Western Europe or Japan. It was spurred initially by the success of progressives, populists, and business leaders in weakening the political parties. Interest groups filled a vacuum left by the declining power of the political parties. In the 1870s, farmers, angered by tight money, formed parties; by the 1920s, farmers, threatened by falling prices, formed national organizations and lobbies. K Street was also made possible by the peculiar way in which the American regulatory state developed. In other countries, state bureaucracies, staffed by civil servants, had authority to make rules and final judgments on complex issues involving business, labor, and consumers. During the 1930s, American public officials in regulatory agencies wielded this kind of power, but after a ten-year battle, businesses, aided by the American Bar Association, persuaded Congress to pass the Administrative Procedure Act in 1946, which made regulatory rulings subject to hearings and then judicial review. The act helped turn the regulatory apparatus into a mini-court and led to the proliferation of lawyers and lobbyists in Washington.15 From 1960 to 1987, public expenditure on lawyers increased sixfold, and the share of gross national product going to legal services doubled. By 1987 the legal industry had become larger than the auto or steel industries.16

The pluralists—Bentley, Herring, and, after World War II, David Truman of Columbia University, Robert Dahl of Yale, and V. O. Key and John Kenneth Galbraith of Harvard—were right to insist that interest groups and lobbies have exerted an enormous influence over American politics. Every piece of tax and regulatory legislation, every government expenditure, and every government initiative in international trade bears their imprint. Indeed, many of the most important bills, such as the 1947 Taft-Hartley Act, were drafted by lobbyists. And the enforcement of every important government rule and regulation is subject to litigation on behalf of competing interest groups. The question is, however, whether all politics can be explained by the competition among interest groups.

Political scientist E. E. Schattschneider made the most telling critique of pluralist theory. He conceded in his classic work The Semi-Sovereign People that the pluralists had correctly identified the origins of much political conflict—which lay in the conflict between interest groups. But he pointed out that they had moved from this valid observation to the invalid inference that interest groups dominated the course of political conflict and its resolution. Some conflicts between interest groups—say, over an arcane piece of telecommunications law—might never surface in the public, political arena. They might be fought out in the corridors outside committee hearings. But most conflicts that begin between groups eventually take a political and electoral form. Explained Schattschneider, “Private conflicts are taken into the public arena precisely because someone wants to make certain that the power ratio among the private interests most immediately involved shall not prevail.”17 In 1977 consumer groups led by Ralph Nader stood poised to win Congressional passage of a bill creating a new consumer protection agency. The bill had passed the House three times already, and in November 1977, Democrats had control of the presidency and Congress. Business groups, sensing their initial disadvantage, tried to portray the new agency publicly not as a boon to consumers, but as a new “super-agency” that would cost taxpayers money and would not do anything. As public perceptions changed, politicians who were unsure how to vote sided with the business groups, and the agency lost.18 Or take what happened in 1996 with the minimum wage. Early that year, the AFL-CIO, facing united business opposition in Washington, decided to conduct a public campaign on behalf of legislation raising the minimum wage. It ran television ads in districts of Republican House members who faced difficult races the next year. When opinion polls revealed that the public, including voters in those districts, strongly favored an increase, Congress finally acceded.

Interest groups themselves have recognized that they cannot usually confine their efforts merely to influencing legislators directly. Since the 1920s, they have hired public relations specialists and employed what was called “grassroots lobbying” to make their case. Wrote Herring in 1929, “The men who seek special favors of Congress rely almost exclusively upon the manipulation of public sentiment.… they attempt to make the legislators think that the thing they want is the thing the public wants.”19 Today, what is called K Street is not simply composed of lobbyists and lawyers, but of pollsters and public relations specialists who make their living turning interest group battles into public campaigns. Pluralists could still argue that most conflicts begin between interest groups. They could also point out that interest groups attempt to shape and manipulate the electoral arena through public relations and campaign finance, but as Schattschneider demonstrated, they have to concede that the electoral arena is a distinct realm of politics that is also important in determining what government will do.

The pluralists also set out a model for how politics and democracy should work. The liberal pluralists argued that the government should use its power to enable labor unions to organize against the superior power of business—in effect, to create the conditions of a more democratic pluralism. John Kenneth Galbraith argued that political equality would be made possible by the “countervailing power” of business and labor organizations.20 If combined with the electoral ideal of public participation and accountable parties, this model of democratic pluralism comes very close to defining what we mean by democracy in the twentieth century.

The pluralists also used this model ideologically to defend the American political system against its critics. In the 1920s and 1950s, they responded to critics on the left who charged the government was controlled by business and critics on the right who contended that it was in the hands of labor unions or even Communists. Herring celebrated the “balance of interests” in American society.21 Dahl wrote in 1956 that the United States had evolved a “political system in which all the active and legitimate groups in the population can make themselves heard at some crucial stage in the process of decision.”22

These celebrations of American pluralism—as Dahl later acknowledged—were products of the self-congratulatory mood of the 1920s and the 1950s, which blinded political scientists to the inequities in the society and the political system. The balance between business and financial interests on the one hand, and labor and consumer interests on the other, has shifted dramatically with each new political epoch. Labor was its peak of strength during World War I and from 1936 to 1946. Business was clearly stronger than its critics in the 1950s. In the 1920s and 1980s, business lobbies would virtually reign supreme, undermining the promise of democratic pluralism. Which groups or lobbies were in the ascendancy made all the difference in what kind of things government did during a particular period.

During the fifties, the pluralist model also failed to take account of a different kind of policy group and political institution. The Council on Foreign Relations, the Brookings Institution, and the Ford Foundation exercised considerable influence over policy. These groups, organizations, or institutions were run primarily, but not exclusively, by Americans drawn from the upper rungs of business, finance, the academy, and labor. But they were not dedicated to defending the particular interests of their members. Rather, they stood for what their members believed to be the national interest. They didn’t fit easily within either the electoral or the pluralist model of how American politics worked.

Elites

Well before C. Wright Mills published The Power Elite in 1956, there were Marxists who insisted that American politics was dominated by a “ruling class” drawn from and accountable only to the country’s capitalist class.23 But where Marxist critiques of American politics had languished on the shelves, Mills’s Power Elite became a best-seller and inspired a host of disciples. Mills, a populist and progressive from Texas and a well-known sociologist at Columbia University, argued that American politics was ruled by an “intricate of set of overlapping cliques” that occupied the “command posts” of the great economic, military, and political institutions.24 He called these “self-conscious members of a social class” the “power elite.” “In so far as national events are decided, the power elite are those who decide them,” Mills wrote.25

Mills’s analysis, if taken purely at face value, was neither surprising nor controversial. While not denying that upstarts could enter the higher circles, Mills was arguing that most of the country’s top military, economic, and political leaders knew each other at least vaguely and that most of them came from the same social class. He stopped short of drawing any precise conclusions about the country’s direction from this sociological account. Unlike the Marxists, Mills did not argue that one group—the economic leaders—was primary in such a way that it dictated what political and military leaders did.26 He was content to demonstrate who was in the country’s leadership, while insinuating—to the consternation of his critics—that something more was involved.

Mills’s followers took his analysis in two different directions. E. Digby Baltzell, a University of Pennsylvania sociologist who studied with Mills, wrote two classic portrayals of what he called the “establishment.”27 An upper-class Tory himself, Baltzell argued that an establishment was desirable, but only if it functioned as what Thomas Jefferson called a “natural aristocracy.” His concern was that the American establishment had hardened into a “caste” that kept out Jews, Catholics, and blacks. In contrast to Baltzell, University of California sociologist G. William Domhoff put a populist or Marxist spin on Mills’s thesis. In Who Rules America?, Domhoff argued that within Mills’s power elite, the “corporate rich” and their interests should be accorded primary status.28 “Contrary to Mills, we wish to suggest that the corporate elite … form the controlling core of the power elite. The interests and unity of the power elite are thus determined primarily by the interests of the corporate rich,” Domhoff explained.29

Domhoff, like Baltzell, moved the empirical analysis of politics forward. Domhoff described how Mills’s power elite actually influenced legislation and politics through forming policy groups, think tanks, and foundations. But Baltzell’s work was more subtle. He understood that the American establishment was a unique historical creation that couldn’t be fitted into conventional Marxist or sociological categories. It had its own ethos and worldview, and it performed certain functions within American society that other national elites did not necessarily perform within their countries. Baltzell also did not view the establishment as all-powerful, but as sharing power with voters and ordinary interest groups. Domhoff, on the other hand, labored under the same illusion as the pluralists he attacked. He thought he could establish an overarching theory of politics in which one aspect—the political activity by elites—eclipsed the rest.

There have been elites in the country since well before the nation’s founding. Their descendants, swelled by the ranks of the self-made, still commute between high positions in the private sector and the upper echelon of the White House and the Departments of the Treasury, State, and Defense. Many have been lawyers, but now they are also likely to be investment bankers, corporate executives, or professors. Entry into this elite has certainly eased since Baltzell wrote The Protestant Establishment. Now what matters most is not a prep school diploma and the proper social pedigree, but graduation from a select group of graduate law and business schools. Jews and Catholics have broken into the upper circles. In 1916, Boston’s Brahmins took umbrage at Wilson’s appointment of Louis Brandeis to the Supreme Court. Eighty years later, there was virtually no reaction to Bill Clinton’s consecutive appointment of two Jewish judges, Ruth Bader Ginzburg and Stephen Breyer, to the high court.

This elite or establishment, as Baltzell understood it, is not simply a collection of powerful businessmen and politicians, but has always stood for and been judged by certain standards of political behavior. There is a tradition that stretches from Samuel Adams, George Washington, and Thomas Jefferson through Theodore Roosevelt and Henry Cabot Lodge down to Henry Stimson, Dean Acheson, and John McCloy. These men placed public service above private gain and sought as public servants to represent the interests of the nation rather than those of a particular class, region, or industry. Washington, Jefferson had said, sought to cultivate a perfect “disinterestedness.”30 It was embodied in Alexander Hamilton’s portrayal of the lawyer, professor, and minister in The Federalist Papers:


Will not the man of the learned profession, who will feel a neutrality to the rivalships between the different branches of industry, be likely to prove an impartial arbiter between them, ready to promote either, so far as it shall appear to him conducive to the general interests of society?31



This concept of public service fell into disfavor among Jacksonian Democrats, who identified it with antidemocratic Federalists, but it was revived in the late nineteenth century by Theodore Roosevelt, Henry Cabot Lodge, and Brooks and Henry Adams. It was then carried forward by Brandeis and his protégé Felix Frankfurter and by New Republic founders Herbert Croly and Walter Lippmann. When Frankfurter praised the New Deal, it was because it had put “more intelligent and more purposeful and more disinterested men in the service of the government than there has been for at least half a century.”32

There was a clear connection between Hamilton’s “impartial arbiter” and Frankfurter’s “disinterested man,” but Frankfurter’s concept also included elements that were peculiar to twentieth-century progressivism. For Frankfurter or Theodore Roosevelt, disinterestedness meant being able to stand above the conflict between business and labor and to help devise approaches that would reconcile the two to a larger national interest. Brandeis argued that the lawyer should hold a “position of independence, between the wealthy and the people, prepared to curb the excesses of either.”33 Banker George Perkins, a partner in J. P. Morgan and Co., who became active in policy groups and served as an advisor to Theodore Roosevelt, described himself as looking upon industrial life “from the point of view of an intelligent, well-posted and fair arbitrator.”34 In practice, this put Brandeis, Perkins, and Roosevelt in direct conflict much more often with business proponents of laissez-faire individualism than with labor.

In the twentieth century, disinterestedness was also tied to faith in social science. Croly, Lippmann, John Dewey, and Thorstein Veblen believed that the way to a disinterested social policy was through the application of social science to national problems. Social science not only provided answers; it also provided the basis for the disinterested temperament. “If the scientific temper were as much a part of us as the faltering ethics we now absorb in our childhood, then we might hope to face our problems with something like assurance,” Lippmann wrote in 1914.35 The same faith in social science underlay the decision of St. Louis businessman Robert Brookings to found the Institute for Government Research in 1916, which later became the Brookings Institution, or of economist Wesley Mitchell to start the National Bureau of Economic Research in 1920.

Finally, many of the members of the new twentieth-century political and intellectual elite were committed in some form to the Protestant social gospel—the belief that Christians had a responsibility to create a new kingdom of God on earth through social action on behalf of the working class and the poor. Unlike those Protestants who, threatened by Darwin’s theory of evolution, would embrace the “Fundamentals” and reject science as an instrument of knowledge, Walter Rauschenbush, Washington Gladden, and other ministers saw social science as a useful tool in achieving the kingdom. When Richard Ely, Simon Patten, and Edwin Seligman formed the American Economics Association in 1885 to combat William Graham Sumner’s laissez-faire school of thought, they were joined by thirty-three ministers. Together they attempted to unite, in their words, “the efforts of church, state and science.”36 Ely founded an American Institute of Christian Sociology, and his student John Commons, a founder of the American Association for Labor Legislation, would link reform, social science, and the Protestant mission in a book, Social Reform and the Church.

Of course, not all progressive elites nor their descendants subscribed to the precise terms of the Protestant social gospel, but what they believed was consistent with the social gospel. Pious business leaders were Presbyterians, Baptists, or Episcopalians who believed that their role on earth was not to accumulate riches as an end in itself, but to advance the greater glory of God by enhancing his earthly kingdom. They became philanthropists and advocates of public service. Andrew Carnegie was a disciple of Herbert Spencer, but he also remained a Presbyterian who believed that by doing good works for mankind he could demonstrate his fitness for salvation.37 Some intellectuals like Lippmann were agnostics and atheists who were equally dedicated to public service and human betterment. Their socialism and progressivism presaged the transition from a more explicitly religious to a secular version of the gospel that would gradually occur over the twentieth century.

Taken together, the commitment to public service, the ideal of disinterestedness, the insistence on standing above class and party—and later race, the faith in social science, and the adherence to the Protestant social gospel became the basis of a new American elite that played a leading role in the development of democratic reform during the Progressive Era, the New Deal, and the 1960s. By seeking to reconcile capital and labor, rich and poor, elites were led inevitably toward attempting to reconcile popular democracy with the economic inequality created by the new corporations. The debate between Roosevelt and Wilson, Croly and Brandeis, and the New Nationalism and the New Freedom in 1912 was not over whether, but how, to square democracy with the new corporations.

While elites themselves predated the Revolution, elite organizations didn’t really appear until the twentieth century. They were not megainterest groups for the corporate rich, which is how Domhoff portrays them. Like the elites who founded and served in them, they aspired to be above class, party, and interest. They saw their role as conciliatory, as bringing classes and interests together rather than siding with one against the other. Although their membership was predominately drawn from the upper class, most of them made a point of including labor leaders; later, they also included environmentalists, consumer activists, and civil rights leaders.

The first elite organizations were formed at the same time as the great national interest groups. They began in the wake of the depression of 1893 and in the wake of the class violence and political turmoil of the 1890s, which appeared to pose a long-term threat to the nation’s political and economic stability. The National Civic Federation, the first and most important pre–World War I organization, was founded auspiciously in 1900.38 Its career demonstrates clearly the difference between an elite organization and an interest group. The federation sought to bring together business, labor, and the public in a tripartite structure designed to develop approaches that would transcend particular interests. It was founded by former newspaper editor Ralph Easley, who in the wake of the Pullman strike in 1894 had created the Chicago Civic Federation.39 Its first chairman was Cleveland industrialist Mark Hanna, who became notorious as William McKinley’s moneyman in 1896, but who, after McKinley’s assassination in 1901, devoted himself to persuading his fellow industrialists to negotiate with labor unions. He wrote in 1901, “We must get right down to the belief that life is a matter of mutual interest between labor and capital.… There will always be neutral ground where conflicting interests can meet and confer and adjust themselves—a sort of Hague tribunal, if you please, in the everyday affairs of life.”40 He conceived of the National Civic Federation in that light. Hanna denied that he was acting simply on behalf of his class. Herbert Croly, his biographer, wrote of him:


“Class consciousness” of any kind was precisely the kind of consciousness which an American like Mark Hanna did not have. There welled up in him a spring of the old instinctive homogeneity of feeling characteristic of the pioneer American. His whole attitude toward labor and his program of conciliation are, indeed, the product of an innocent faith that his country was radically different economically and socially from Europe, and that no fundamental antagonism of economic interest existed among different classes of Americans.41



The membership of the Civic Federation included George Perkins, Elbert Gary of U.S. Steel, and other bankers and businessmen, but it also included prominent politicians, university presidents, lawyers, including Brandeis, and several labor leaders, including AFL president Samuel Gompers and John Mitchell of the United Mine Workers (who was co-chair of its Trade Agreements Department). Easley wanted the civic federation to make “possible the commingling in unconscious equality and in conscious cooperation” of representatives of “billions of capital, millions of wage earners, of scholarship and letters, of the bar, the press, the platform and the church.”42 It established commissions to promote legislation on regulating public utilities and on child labor. It also got involved in the discussions over the regulation of national banking, which culminated in the Federal Reserve Act.43 It even sought to settle strikes. Although it continued to meet and function after World War I, it had little role to play in the 1920s—an epoch thoroughly dominated by business and its interest groups. But it spawned many imitators, including the Twentieth Century Fund, the Committee for Economic Development, and the Ford Foundation.

The domestic-oriented elite organizations that were established from 1900 to 1930 saw themselves as being above class and narrow interest. The Russell Sage Foundation was founded with a bequest from the widow of multimillionaire Russell Sage to use social science to promote “the improvement of social living conditions in the United States of America.”44 The Rockefeller Foundation was founded to “promote the well-being of mankind through the world” by seeking “to cure evils at their source.”45 The National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) sought to “conduct economic research effectively on a factual basis.… In these days of conflicting economic opinions and skillful propaganda, the interests of economic knowledge can best be served by the presentation and analysis of data, objectively collected and interpreted. Unless some guarantee of impartiality can be given, results will be viewed with distrust by many.”46 The foundation’s by-laws required that the “directors be chosen to provide a balanced representation of the different viewpoints from which significant groups within the country survey its economic and social problems.”47 Of the nine directors in 1936, two were from labor unions and a third was an economist identified closely with labor. In the 1940s, an AFL economist was the vice president of NBER.

When philanthropist Robert Brookings founded what became the Brookings Institution, he said he wanted an institute that was “free from any political or pecuniary interest” to “collect, interpret and lay before the country in a coherent form the fundamental economic facts.”48 The institution’s first director, Robert Moulton, was a classical economist who was wary of unions and government economic intervention, but when coal operators complained about a Brookings study calling for their nationalization, Moulton informed them, “We are concerned only in finding out what will promote the general welfare.”49

In the early twentieth century, these elite policy groups and foundations were joined by new kinds of newspapers and magazines whose editors envisaged their role in a similar manner. In the nineteenth century, some editors, publishers, and writers had certainly been part of the political establishment, but the publications themselves were instruments of partisan warfare. That began to change in the same years that the other elite groups were founded. When Ochs purchased the New York Times, he declared that


It will be my earnest aim that the New York Times give the news, all the news, in concise and attractive form, and give it as early, if not earlier, than it can be learned through any other reliable medium; to give the news impartially, without fear or favor, regardless of any party sect or interest involved; to make the columns of the New York Times a forum for the consideration of all questions of public importance, and to that end to invite intelligent discussions from all shades of opinion.50



News was to be separate from editorial judgment, and editorial judgment, while favoring distinct policy alternatives, was to be free of partisan attachments. The Times, Ochs declared, would be a “nonpartisan newspaper—unless it be, if possible, to intensify its devotion to the cause of sound money and tariff reform, opposition to wastefulness and peculation in administering the public affairs and in its advocacy of the lowest tax consistent with good government, and no more government than is absolutely necessary to protect society, maintain individual vested rights and assure the free exercise of a sound conscience.”51

Under Croly’s editorship, The New Republic also sought to maintain a posture of disinterestedness. Unlike Ochs’s New York Times, it didn’t maintain a distinction between fact and opinion. The magazine’s “primary purpose,” Croly wrote Willard Straight in 1913, “will not be to record facts, but to give certain ideals and opinions a higher value in American public opinion.”52 But it tried to present its opinions in the same spirit as Ochs presented news: disinterestedly, without the taint of partisanship. That led quickly to a break between the magazine and Croly’s political patron Theodore Roosevelt. When Croly and the magazine criticized Roosevelt, he charged them with “personal disloyalty.” Croly wrote Roosevelt in response that “we all of us considered it merely the same kind of criticism which candid friends continually pass upon one another, and we had no idea that any question of loyalty or disloyalty could be raised by it.” But then he added tellingly, “The New Republic has never pretended to be a party organ, and its whole future success in life depends upon the impression which it makes upon its readers of being able to think disinterestedly and independently.”53

In 1935, two years after buying the Washington Post, financier Eugene Meyer explained how he saw the role of the elite media:


The first mission of a newspaper is to tell the truth as nearly as the truth can be ascertained. The newspaper shall tell all the truth so far as it can learn it, concerning the important affairs of America and the world. As a disseminator of news, the paper shall observe the decencies that are obligatory upon a private gentleman. What it prints shall be fit reading for the young as well as the old. The newspaper’s duty is to its readers and to the public at large and not to private interests of its owners. In the pursuit of truth, the newspaper shall be prepared to make sacrifices of its material fortunes, if such a course be necessary for the public good. The newspaper shall not be the ally of any special interest, but shall be fair and free and wholesome in its outlook on public affairs and public men.54



Many of the same people served in the leadership of these policy groups, foundations, and publications. In the 1950s, corporate lawyer and former official John McCloy came to be called the chairman of the board of the American establishment from having served as chairman of the Council on Foreign Relations and the Ford Foundation at the same time. The omnipresence of people like McCloy could be taken as evidence of conspiracy; but it was more clearly evidence that the members of these different groups held a common view of their purpose and their place. They weren’t just leaders, but certain kinds of leaders.

Some of these organizations and their leaders significantly influenced what government did. The National Civic Federation was a force in the Roosevelt, Taft, and Wilson administrations. The Brookings Institution helped guide the Kennedy administration’s domestic and international trade policies. The Ford Foundation was enormously important in securing environmental legislation in the early 1970s. But the elite policy groups rarely acted in isolation, often sharing
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